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Abstract

Using computers to engage with staff members on their organization’s Employer of
Choice (EOC) program as part of a human resource development (HRD) framework
can add real value to that organization’s reputation. EOC is an evolving principle for
Australian business. It reflects the value and importance organizations place on their
key stakeholders, their staff members,and is a vital cog in HRD systems.This article aims
to define EOC for Australian business conditions, expand on the valuable contribution
employee engagement and interpersonal trust can add to risk management within an
organization, and illustrate how information and communication technology provides
an ideal and existing platform to educate a large office-based staff about their
organization’s EOC program, underpinning a culture for a learning organization. Many
organizations are working hard to acquire EOC status,as EOC programs are one way
of addressing employee requirements. Australia has recently been through a |0-year
period of low unemployment that resulted in a job seekers’ market mentality, enabling
employees and job seekers to look beyond monetary incentive in employment to
include aligning work culture with their individual beliefs on corporate, environmental,
and social responsibility. This article reviews the benefits of a more engaging process
for information management with staff members on their EOC opportunities and
conceptualizes a model curriculum delivered through computer-assisted learning on
an organization’s EOC program.The literature reviewed embraces the constructivist
and andragogy principles on adult learning through prior experience and knowledge
that may enable individually tailored education for large office-based staff.
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Introduction

It has been observed that Employer of Choice (EOC) has gained popularity since
the year 2000 and represents a whole new design of corporate culture as part of
organizational development (Herman & Gioia, 2004; McLean, 2006)). This obser-
vation is supported by research, which demonstrates that gaining EOC status is an
emerging and critical part of successful businesses in terms of external reputation
and strategic management of employee satisfaction (see, e.g., Environmental Pro-
tection Authority Victoria, 2005; Fracaro, 2005; Herman & Gioia, 2004; Human
Resources, 2005; IBM Business Consulting Services, 2005; Kahler, 2005; Price-
WaterhouseCoopers, 2002).

Increasingly, organizations have to find meaningful ways of responding to employee
needs, along with remaining ahead of the pack in terms of framing human resource
development (HRD) as a means of retaining EOC within the organization’s cul-
ture (Hewitt, 2003; Zheng, Qu, & Yang, 2009). Organizational development, as
defined by McLean (2006), includes activities and processes that have the potential to
develop desired outcomes, including productivity, interpersonal relationships, knowl-
edge, expertise, staff satisfaction, and income. Building a culture of organizational
development—using knowledge management through meaningful and responsible
engagement with staff members by way of communication and education about their
organization’s EOC program—is a vital tool for sustaining employee commitment,
attracting quality job applicants and enhancing business reputation (Cho, Cho, & McLean,
2009; Hewitt, 2003; Zheng et al., 2009).

Information and communication technology (ICT) is the most accessible and avail-
able medium for communicating with external and internal stakeholders of large
organizations (Harrison, 2007; Eunson, 2005). ICT incorporates computer and social
media technology that enables effective management of information across large orga-
nizations (Eunson, 2005; Harrison, 2007).

ICT, especially computers, can effectively be used as an HRD tool to deliver
computer-assisted learning (CAL) as a means of engaging with staff and transferring
information about their organization’s employee benefits and “good” employer prac-
tices (Reiser, 2001a; Reynoldson & Vibert, 2006). However, for this medium to be
effective in making employees aware of their EOC opportunities, consideration must
be given to pedagogical design in keeping with adult learning principles, as well as the
objectives of the HRD framework. A culture of learning within an organization must
attend to the needs and abilities of the employees it is planned to provide knowledge
for (Song, Kim, & Kolb, 2009).
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Protecting an organization’s reputation is particularly important in Australia in
terms of staff attraction and organizational commitment, as the country has recently
experienced 10 years of buoyant employment. EOC plays a vital role in making staff
reputation champions for their organization (Campbell, 2004). A learning and devel-
opment process on EOC in the office can significantly contribute to this HRD process
(Looi, Marusarz, & Baumruk, 2004).

This article focuses on teasing out the parameters of EOC within the Australian
context and outlining how existing office technology can add to a culture of organiza-
tional development through informing staff members about their organization’s EOC
program, cultivating a strong commitment for the organization from within. The arti-
cle presents a comprehensive outline of considerations in the design of an office-based
computer-assisted curriculum for an organization’s EOC program within the HRD
framework.

Methods

Two methods were used to support this conceptual article:

1. Literature reviews of definitions and criteria for EOC, incorporating govern-
ment legislation and policy aligned with responsible employer practices and
current criteria used by “best employer” rating agencies.

2. Literature review of education principles aligned with constructivism and
adult learning principles and its relationship with CAL in a large office
environment.

Literature reviews relating to EOC and the emergence of the concept from a
business perspective concentrated on contemporary published research. Keywords
used in the search of academic journals, business books, and industry journals
included employer of choice, employee opportunities, good employer practices,
and best employer. Although searches returned a broad spectrum of information
relating to the keywords, the scope of the review was limited to internationally
recognized research houses and consultancy groups, such as KPMG, Ashridge
Centre, PriceWaterhouseCoopers, IBM, universities, and government documents
(Appendix A).

Surveys were conducted on global communication addressing rating and certifica-
tion by agencies who rate organizations on their employee opportunities and good
employer practices toward staft (Appendix B).

Surveys were also conducted on documents and Web sites relating to policies,
legislation, and regulations in line with identified criteria on what constitutes good
employee and work practices released by Australian governments, regulators, and
industry associations (Appendix C). Internationally recognized business standards
and memberships relating to good employer practice were reviewed (Appendix D)
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in order to cross-compare with the above-mentioned Australian regulations and
standards.

For this article, office education design through CAL is explored in line with the
constructivist and andragogy theories, which align constructing understanding from
past experience and practical application with recognized pedagogy in adult education
and training for lifelong learning. These principles align with the objectives and
learner needs of an EOC awareness program for office-based staff.

Terminology relating to business training and human resource development needs
to be clarified for the purpose of this article. CAL (sometimes referred to as ICT-
enabled education) refers to the use of ICT technology as a means of supporting a
curriculum, which involves a broader framing than computer-based instruction
(Dalgarno, 2001; Fuller & Unwin, 2005). Computer-based training and computer-based
instruction relate to the use of computers as the primary means of delivering training
and education without a live instructor (Horton, 2000; Lowe & Holton, 2005). Online,
or Web-based, education relates to using the Internet to supplement the classification
of the curriculum for computer-based learning (Horton, 2000). It should be noted that
CAL may encompass computer-based training.

Contemporary EOC Defined

A succinct, consistent, and definitive explanation for the concept of EOC is not evi-
dent in current academic, industry, and public discussion papers addressing EOC for
Australian organizations. This is therefore explored to frame the criteria necessary for
an HRD system to exist that addresses an organization’s EOC opportunities and
engagement.

In Australia, EOC has typically been associated with recruitment and strategies
to attract and retain staff (Drucker, 1999; Herman & Gioia, 2004; Leary-Joyce,
2004). Traditionally, North American EOC status has been narrowly aligned with
employee benefits, including health plans and recruitment incentives (Ahlrichs,
2000; Fishman, 1998). More recently, EOC has evolved and expanded globally to
be viewed as “best practice in industry” for employment conditions driven by
international acknowledgment and awards. Criteria assessed include employee oppor-
tunities, sustainable culture, public reputation, and desirable qualities like facilities
and support networks that make organizations attractive employers (Great Place to
Work, 2005; Hewitt, 2003; Hull & Read, 2003; PriceWaterhouseCoopers, 2002;
see Appendix A).

A number of studies, such as “Best Employers to Work for in Australia” (Hewitt,
2003), “What Makes a Best Employer Global Study” (Looi et al., 2004), “Simply the
Best Workplaces in Australia” (Hull & Read, 2003), “Global Human Capital Survey
2002/3” (PriceWaterhouseCoopers, 2002), and “The Capability Within—The Global
Human Capital Study 2005 (IBM Business Consulting Services, 2005), have addressed
essential criteria for running a successful EOC program in Australia (see Appendices A
and B).
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The identified criteria essential for EOC under Australian business conditions
includes leadership and interrelationships, safety, well-being, staff development,
opportunity, inclusion, community involvement, financial education, and sustainable
practice. According to Hull and Read (2003), leadership and interrelationships are
criteria that are pivotal to a successful EOC program. The criterion of interpersonal
relationships is also identified by McLean (2006) as key to developing a culture of
organizational development.

Many of these EOC criteria reflect the broader concept of an organization’s being
environmentally, socially, communally, and financially responsible (Suggett &
Goodsir, 2002). Therefore, EOC for within an organization may be judged against the
degree to which that organization exercises corporate social responsibility (CSR; see
Appendix A).

CSR has recently been identified as modern business meeting obligations from
increasingly demanding ethical, environmental, legal, commercial, and public stan-
dards, as defined by wider society (Crane, Spence, & Matten, 2007). The fundamental
idea behind CSR is that business has an obligation to work for social betterment
(Haugland Smith & Nystad, 2006). A commonly accepted understanding of CSR prac-
tice can be drawn from the five pillars of CSR strategy, which include business ethics,
employee relations, human rights, community investment, and environmental sustain-
ability (ExperienceCSR, 2003). How these five pillars are applied internally as part of
organizational culture make up the foundation of a solid corporately responsible orga-
nization. The internal management of these strategies is aligned with an organization’s
EOC program.

Therefore, EOC can be viewed from two perspectives: the employer’s perspective,
that is, CSR strategies safeguarding effective operations for a business, and the
employee’s perspective, that is, CSR strategies securing an employee’s commitment
to the business and interpersonal trust (Song et al., 2009; Suggett & Goodsir, 2002).
EOC encompasses the internal policies and practices that ensure the organization’s
culture is corporately responsible for its operations and the resulting effects on all
stakeholders, including customers, shareholders, government, and the organization’s
primary asset—its employees (Abbott, 2003; Fels, 2003).

Protecting Reputation Through EOC

An organization’s reputation is an important asset that needs to be protected. Staff
loyalty and organizational commitment may play an integral role in enhancing an
organization’s external reputation (Bright, 2005; Post, 2004). Engaging with staff
through the HRD system about their EOC program creates intrinsic value and can lead
to heightened loyalty and commitment (Cho et al., 2009; Looi et al., 2004). Contented
and dedicated staff members, through their interaction with external stakeholders,
reflect the employer’s desired brand (Post, 2004).

Business reputation extends beyond financial performance for shareholders and
incorporates performance with regards to all stakeholders, including employees,
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government, community, and consumers or clients (Fombrun, 2005; Global Reporting
Initiative [GRI], 2002; Suggett & Goodsir, 2002). Internal EOC programs framed
within an HRD system can deliver intangible benefits of brand enhancement and
better staff morale, fortifying corporate responsibility and strengthening business rep-
utation (Bright, 2005).

Australian companies recognize the importance of business reputation and the ben-
efits of providing a solid foundation in EOC policy and practice that aid in addressing
human resources issues, as evidenced in Appendices A and B. This development is
influenced by factors such as international laws and trends in relation to EOC practice
(Appendix D), corporate responsibilities, Australian government legislation relating
to EOC criteria, and risk management (Appendix C). Recent global campaigns for
open and accountable behavior from organizations have resulted in increased govern-
ment regulations on reporting and responsible behavior.

Employer Branding—Australian Study

A 2006 survey conducted by the Bernard Hodes Global Network in conjunction with
Adcorp found that 48% of companies across Australia and New Zealand plan to imple-
ment formal employer branding programs framed within the organizational
development strategy within 5 years (compared to 57% globally). Human Resources
(HR) professionals are considered primarily responsible for employer branding initia-
tives, with 79% of companies reporting HR as one of the key stakeholders in employer
brand management. Employers are starting to realize that they have to strategically
manage and communicate their employer brand to compete in the candidate market-
place (Human Resources Leader, 2006).

Attracting and Retaining Staff Through EOC

Two other key HR issues for the current Australian workforce are the “job-seekers
market” mentality to employment as a result of 10 years of buoyant employment and
employee burnout (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2009; Fracaro, 2005).

The Australian unemployment rate of 4.3% was at 30-year lows in February 2008,
resulting in creating a job-seekers market mentality. Even after experiencing the global
credit crunch, the unemployment rate had risen only 1.5% until August 2009, under-
pinning the perceived strength of the Australian economy and job market (ABS,
2009). The U.S. unemployment rate for the same period had jumped from 4.8% to
9.5% (United States Department of Labor [DOL], 2009). A job-seekers market men-
tality allows a mindset where the workforce considers a broader range of issues other
than financial remuneration, including work-life balance, CSR, and development
opportunities when contemplating employment (Fracaro, 2005). In Australia, the
annual staff turnover had leapt from around 11% in 2005, to more than 18% in March
2008 (Schneiders, 2008).
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The retention and attraction of effective staff can successfully be managed through
providing a working environment conducive to employee needs and preferences. The
risk of employee burnout can also be managed through HRD systems and policies
supporting staff safety, work—life balance, health, flexibility, and recognition of indi-
viduality in the workplace (Lawrence, 2001). Research by Hudson Australia and
New Zealand showed that 47% of employees rated perceived poor work—life balance
as a key trigger to seek alternative employment, and 42% were willing to sacrifice a
percentage of their current salary to improve their work—life balance (Human
Resources, 2007).

Building an EOC Culture and Managing Risk

A large organization is capable of managing employee risks identified above through
a well-planned HRD system that comprehensively addresses EOC. Employers can
develop a culture of employee engagement by using the available technology to help
employees understand the benefits of their EOC program. As Looi et al. (2004) have
stated, intangible benefits like employee opportunities, corporate responsibility, and
environmental accountability are enthusiastically considered by prospective and pres-
ent employees as determinants in the choice of an employer. This evidence is backed
up by a Gallup study (Buckingham & Coffman, 1999) of 80,000 managers that
concludes that the greatest drivers of employee engagement and organizational com-
mitment are intangible assets and the way managers relate to employees.

“Organizational wealth is increasingly attributable to ‘soft forms’ of capital—
reputation, trust, good will, image and relationships” (Post, 2004, p. 13). These
intangible assets, which have their origins in organizational development, deliver a
degree of value to a company (Cho et al., 2009). A recent Accenture Consultancy world-
wide survey supported this theory, with 96% of executives polled believing intangibles
are important to their company and 50% believing they are among the top three issues
the firm faces. Industry researchers believe that between 30% and 60% of a publicly
listed company’s value lies in its intangibles (Post, 2004).

EOC framed within HRD systems deliver intangible benefits of brand enhance-
ment and better staff morale, fortifying corporate responsibility and strengthening
business reputation (Bright, 2005). A recent study of 100 European companies shows
that loss of reputation is viewed as the second biggest threat after business interrup-
tions (Corporate Public Affairs, 2003). A most comprehensive and empiric social
responsibility study, titled “Corporate Social and Financial Performance: A Metaphys-
ical Analysis,” draws from 52 previous research studies and 33,878 observations
(O’Halloran, 2005). The study concluded that good companies perform well and that
the increasing power of activists and media make companies’ nonmarket strategies
toward intangible assets even more important (O’Halloran, 2005).

Such intangible considerations make it all the more imperative that organizations
consign depth of thought and effort into designing their EOC awareness programs. An
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organizational culture of employee engagement exercised from the top down addresses
many of the intangible benefits and is a central concept to HRD (Zheng et al., 2009).
EOC programs can succeed in making an organization’s staff its reputation champions
and may mitigate the risks of diminished organizational commitment and a weakened
corporate brand (Campbell, 2004).

Educating Employees From Within

The knowledge worker is a powerful resource in terms of increasing the intellectual
capital of an organization and improving the productivity and viability of the opera-
tion (Drucker, 1989). Employee learning and development through staff education
is a key component of HRD (Nyhan, Cressey, Kelleher, Poell, & Tomassini, 2004).
Staff education is fundamental in terms of safety, productivity, lifelong learning, com-
munication, and effective people policies (Harrison, 2007; Nyhan et al., 2004; Work
Safe Victoria, 2004). Knowledge management is now considered an asset advanced
through HRD systems and is inherently linked to developing an organization (Cho
et al., 2009).

According to Green (1998), adults often seek out learning opportunities they can
use to better their position or make a change for the better. Kuchinke (1999) refers to
the theory of person-centered HRD, which emphasizes developing the individual’s
needs and goals with an aim of enhancing the productivity capabilities of the indi-
vidual within the organization. Voluntary participation in awareness programs on
EOC are motivated intrinsically by staff desire to engage with their organization’s
employee benefits, development opportunities, and work—life balance practices
(Campbell, 2004).

Therefore, HRD systems play an important role in the operations of an organization
through the education of individuals on the opportunities available through the EOC
program (Hewitt, 2003; Nyhan et al., 2004; Song et al., 2009).

Such an HRD system operating in an office environment would need to be capable
of educating large office-based staff numbers en masse and have the flexibility to
adapt organizational development to the evolving culture and work patterns of the
business (Zheng et al., 2009; McLean, 2006). Adult learning principles addressing key
motivations to learn, such as relevance, abilities, convenience, and self-assurance in
the process, are vital to the success of employee education (Green, 1998). Staff mem-
bers must also feel part of the HRD process through the provision of feedback.
Constructivism and andragogy best suit the characteristics of the office learners, in
terms of building on prior knowledge and experience and accommodating new knowl-
edge in line with the motivation of the learner (Dalgarno, 2001; Green, 1998; Knowles,
1984; Vygotsky, 1962).

Constructivism complements the blend of constructs of reality for the diverse
backgrounds typical of a large-office staff (Dalgarno, 2001; Eunson, 2005). Construc-
tivist theory is based on individuals generating meaning and knowledge from past
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experience. Knowledge from new experiences is accommodated and assimilated into
existing frameworks aligned with the individual’s internal representation of the world.
Each individual representation is equally valid (Bruner, 1990; Dalgarno, 2001;
Vygotsky, 1962).

The principal theory of andragogy, which recognizes that adults’ reasons for learn-
ing are different from those of young people, corresponds well with the autonomous
and self-directed learning model associated with online education in the office envi-
ronment (Knowles, 1984). Andragogy considers the social context of the learner and
allows for a balance of responsibilities, understands the motivation of purpose from an
adult perspective, and the importance of integration of new information with previous
experience and current knowledge (Green, 1998).

The existence of ICT resources already available in the majority of large-office
environments supports the emergence of CAL as a logical solution to delivering a
holistic HRD system, which informs staff members about their employee opportuni-
ties and in-house culture (Dalgarno, 2001; Davis, 2002; Reynoldson & Vibert, 2006).

CAL

Many logistical issues associated with office-based HRD resource tools can be
addressed by using ICT. CAL complements the practical application of information
technology networks that typically exist in large and developed organizations
(Herrera, 2003). A CAL resource used to facilitate the development of an EOC educa-
tion program has the ability to be a cost-effective HRD tool that can operate successfully
under office conditions in large organizations. The CAL resource will not only provide
EOC information for users but also have the capacity to pinpoint areas requiring fur-
ther development. This can lead to a more complete and progressive HRD system
incorporating EOC.

However, CAL is but one medium for addressing awareness of an organization’s
EOC program. CAL can efficiently be introduced into an office environment as a for-
malized approach to EOC development (Reynoldson & Vibert, 2006). Kaye’s (1994)
Adult Communication Management Model links levels of intrapersonal communica-
tion with systems and competence, which complements a blended approach to office
education incorporating CAL, face-to-face communication, and personal research.
Adults learn and communicate through a variety of mediums and stimuli, with ICT
being a universally accepted mode of professional communication in an office envi-
ronment (Harrison, 2007).

CAL has the capacity to address the four key elements of adult learning principles
(Green, 1998; Knowles, 1984): self-directed learning through problem solving, inte-
gration of prior experience with new information, relevance, and information readily
usable to the receiver.

Many theorists, including Dalgarno (2001), Green (1998), Knowles (1984), and Kaye
(1994), are advocates of adult learning principles that balance against constructivists’
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beliefs on acquiring knowledge and learner-centered delivery, which draws on prior
knowledge to construct meaning (Collins, 2008). Reynoldson and Vibert (2006) align
these adult learning principles against ICT capabilities.

ICT, through CAL, has the pedagogical capabilities to be an effective instrument
for HRD systems that can genuinely facilitate learning and extend added value
(Herrera, 2003; Martin, Massy, & Clarke, 2003). These pedagogical dimensions are
concerned with the aspects of design and implementation of computer-assisted devel-
opment that directly affects learning (Martin et al., 2003; Reeves, 1992). Real value
can be added to an organization’s internal culture and employee engagement by using
visually rich means of instruction, direct links between business and learning, and
taking practice from abstraction to realism through computer instruction (Reynoldson
& Vibert, 20006).

Reynoldson and Vibert (2006) have identified seven distinctive capabilities of [CT-
enabled education that complement an office environment: flexibility, customization,
practicable lifelong learning, borderless education, visualization and simulation, busi-
ness in the classroom, and theory—practice nexus. These capabilities complement
the demographic characteristics of Australian office workers, including information
technology capabilities, variety in learning styles, a need for lifelong learning and
transferable knowledge, and practical application (Arnold, 2008; Fuller & Unwin,
2005; Reeves & Reeves, 1997; Reiser, 2001a).

A Framework for EOC Within HRD

The primary objective of an HRD system incorporating EOC using ICT is to provide
ongoing access for staff regarding information on their business’s employee programs
and operations, including the capacity for ongoing upgrading of this information and
feedback mechanisms. Considering the adult learner demographics of office staff, it is
important for employees to operate within the instruction model for adult learning com-
petencies, including self-directed learning, transformational learning, and drawing
on prior knowledge and experience that facilitates learning from knowing (Merriam,
Caftarella, & Baumgartner, 2007).

The EOC competencies that need to be addressed, which have been identified by
the above-mentioned research as what constitutes good employer practice for Austra-
lian conditions, includes accepted practice for leadership and interrelationships,
guidance on safety and well-being concerns, staff development opportunities, inclu-
sion policies, community involvement opportunities and culture, relevant financial
education, and sustainability values for the organization.

A secondary objective is cultivating an inclusive culture where staff members sense
ownership over the curriculum content and are not threatened by unfamiliar naviga-
tion (Collins, 2008). The guiding principles in curriculum design for acomputer-assisted
HRD system includes learner-focused EOC content, online access, familiar naviga-
tion, opportunity for external research, authenticity, reflection of brand and values,
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open feedback, site-usage data, and the opportunity for further development through
integration with other modes of education.

A key focus is for employees to recognize the intrinsic value of the information in
relation to their work experiences. “Curriculum is thought of in terms of activity and
experience rather than of knowledge to be acquired and facts to be stored in” (Edwards
& Kelly, 1998, p. 1). Many theorists and academics have prescribed models of curri-
cula. However, Print’s (1993) dynamic model associates well with the perceived
learners and their input into the curriculum. This complements the constructivist belief
that each individual constructs his or her own representation of knowledge drawing on
his or own experiences, and everyone’s construction of knowledge is equally valid
(Bruner, 1990; Dalgarno, 2001).

The content, known as the classification, should typically contain information on
the criteria for being an EOC for the host business in line with the key objective of the
EOC education system. This classification should address HR issues regarding effec-
tive people policies relating to internal and external relationships, occupational health
and safety, learning, community involvement, environmental conscience, and finan-
cial security (Herman & Gioia, 2004; Hull & Read, 2003; Looi et al., 2004). It links
with the policy and procedures for that organization and should permit access to exter-
nal (online) Web sites for expanded information, allowing for individual interpretation
and aiding lifelong learning (Arnold, 2008).

It is important that the HRD tool create authentic activities in keeping with the
values and ethics associated with the employer-of-choice principles of particular
companies. This is consistent with constructivist theorists who believe learner-
centered education is the most effective way to learn (Bruner, 1990; Dalgarno 2001;
Reiser, 2001b; Vygotsky, 1962). Constructivists base learning on building on prior
knowledge, presenting information within a context to relate to prior experience and
learner activity rather than teacher instruction (Dalgarno, 2001). Reiser, citing Dick
(2001b), points out that authentic learning tasks that echo the complexity of the
real-world environment in which learners will utilize their skills need to be reflected
in instructional design and adaptation of computer-assisted HRD systems.

The design of the EOC curriculum, in order to remain authentic to the organiza-
tional development objectives, should include input from a selection of stakeholders,
including senior management, staff members, and external contractors. Because of the
nature of the content, input is required from HR, public relations, and those associated
with corporate governance and social responsibility (Human Resources, 2005; IBM
Business Consulting Services, 2005). The updating of the HRD system relating to
EOC as a result of feedback or industry developments should be overseen by the for-
mation of a curriculum committee involving employees who are in touch with staff
sentiments and issues (Liu, 2001).

Keeping screen design as an extension of the branding of the company’s desktop
face allows the tool to remain aesthetically pleasing to management and familiar to
staff. The program forms part of the business’s communication system, not an alien

Downloaded from hrd.sagepub.com at PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIV on May 9, 2011


http://hrd.sagepub.com/

128 Human Resource Development Review 9(2)

tool external to the operations of the business. The cognitive load can remain manage-
able because of employees’ intuitively using the directory to access information they
desire directly. Mapping in the system should follow normal host—intranet proce-
dure so users can avoid disorientation and view where they have previously visited.
Familiarity with the style in which information is presented ensures staff members are
comfortable with the navigation within the system (Reeves & Reeves, 1997).

A key aim for such an HRD system is to provide direction to facilitate further
development and expansion of the EOC education program. Education strategies can
be developed to address specifically identified areas for improvement and provide
staff members with an opportunity for extended learning by expanding knowledge on
identified interest areas (Nyhan et al., 2004). This may occur through upgrading
system content and/or through other more traditional modes of education, including
training, lecturing, and face-to-face learning.

Potential Barriers to Effective Instruction Through CAL

Despite the numerous advantages outlined within this article, a few challenges pres-
ent themselves in the use of ICT (CAL) as an HRD tool in the office. First, without
a trainer or facilitator on hand to answer questions and give immediate feedback,
staff may have difficulty completely understanding the learning material (Alley &
Jansak, 2001). Trained educators can recognize when learning is taking place under
the right abstraction, something that programmed instruction from computers is unable
to identify.

Staff can be faced with new technology pathways and may lack the confidence to
self-navigate through instruction and knowledge, without the presence of training and
a facilitator (Merriam et al., 2007).

In addition, asynchronous communication (email and bulletin posting) often leaves
users feeling isolated and unimportant (Alley & Jansak, 2001). Response times to
queries are often delayed and may have the effect of minimizing the urgency and
importance of the inquiry. Computer instruction cannot utilize the intuition of emo-
tional intelligence and make an assessment on individual circumstances at a given
time, which may result in further feelings of isolation and distancing from the instruc-
tion process (Merriam et al., 2007).

Unsupervised online education may also lead to unnecessary and distracted
browsing on the Web (Dalgarno, 2001), resulting in tangent investigations and
divergence of focus from the core task, decreasing overall productivity (Davis,
2002). And the very notion of online education and work—life balance can be reversed
as employees may blur the boundaries between work and personal life because of the
accessibility of information from outside the office (Davis, 2002). Inefficient brows-
ing and additional intranet files could be adding further detail to an already overloaded
information system.
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CAL in an office environment is heavily dependent on self-motivation and personal
preference, which might play a role in the augmentation of knowledge sharing and the
quest for further information and may result in skewing from the true purpose of the
knowledge acquisition (Hendriks, 1999).

The cost of technology and support can also be a barrier to effective CAL educa-
tion. However, the intention of this system is aimed at large Australian organizations,
which commonly have in place the required technology and hardware.

Conclusion

This article’s main aim had been to determine what constitutes EOC, particularly for
the Australian context, and to show that a practical solution for enhancing HRD can be
achieved through educating staff members on their organization’s EOC opportunities
via existing office technology. EOC addressed through HRD systems can be a valu-
able resource for strengthening employer brand, which in turn has the potential to
mitigate the risks of staff losses and an unfavorable reputation.

EOC reflects the value and importance an organization places on its key stake-
holder—its employees. It is clear that organizations that invest in HRD are perceived
to be better places to work and are more likely to retain key staff members and outper-
form other organizations on financial measures (Hewitt, 2003).

An effective HRD system that educates staff, management, and business-policy
designers about their organization’s employee opportunities may contribute to enhanc-
ing employer brand both internally and externally. The first step to developing and
articulating an EOC brand is taken internally, through an organization’s greatest
ambassadors—the staff (Australian Institute of Management, 2004). Staff members
are then enabled to be ambassadors for their employer.

The design of the EOC component of an HRD system proposed in this article and
the associated opportunities for further education on EOC harmonize with adult learn-
ing principles. Dewar (1999), citing Bundage and MacKeracher, notes that adult
learning is facilitated when the learner’s representation and interpretation of his or her
own experiences are accepted as valid, acknowledged as an essential aspect influenc-
ing change and respected as a potential resource for learning. This CAL model within
an HRD system allows for autonomous and self-directed learning, applies value to the
learner’s prior knowledge and experience, is goal oriented, is directly relevant to the
user’s business environment, respects opinion and feedback, and has practical applica-
tions (Goodlands, 1995).

The next phase of research would be to implement such a CAL model on EOC into
organizations and collect empirical data relating to its effectiveness as part of the HRD
system by measuring staff satisfaction and resultant external reputation for the organi-
zation. A second consideration for further research might be to investigate the effects of
rising unemployment rates due to the 2008-2009 global financial crisis and the result-
ing influence on motivations toward employer branding and feelings of job security.
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